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Math-Talk Learning Community 
 
Hufferd-Ackles, Fuson, and Sherin (2004) define a Math-Talk Learning Community as a community in which 
individuals assist one another’s learning of mathematics by engaging in meaningful mathematical discourse 
(p. 82). 

Important Aspects of a Math-Talk Learning Community 
The key components within a Math-Talk Learning Community are: questioning, explaining mathematical 
thinking, source of mathematical ideas, and responsibility for learning. Questioning in an effective Math-Talk 
Learning Community features a shift away from the teacher as questioner to students and teacher as co-
questioners. In this community, students are encouraged to ask questions of their peers in order to understand one 
another’s thinking. Explaining mathematical thinking is closely related to, and an obvious product of, good 
questioning. Students are increasingly afforded the opportunity to articulate their ideas and new learning to the 
teacher and to each other within a supportive environment. In a Math-Talk Learning Community students are able 
to explain, defend and justify their mathematical thinking with confidence. In a more traditional classroom the 
key source of mathematical ideas was often the teacher, solving problems in a procedural manner for students to 
then imitate. Whereas, in this environment, students as well as the teacher are each seen as important sources of 
mathematical ideas. The mathematical “talk” often features the negotiation of student understanding of a given 
concept, and the ideas of students are considered as valid and worthy of further exploration. In the Math-Talk 
Learning Community students increasingly take responsibility for their own learning and for the evaluation of 
others and self. According to the findings of Ackles, Fuson, and Sherin, “When student thinking began to be 
elicited, students became more engaged and involved in classroom discourse as speakers and listeners. Their 
responsibility for their own learning was indicated by their desire to ask questions in class, their eagerness to go to 
the board to demonstrate their understanding of problems, and their volunteering to … assist struggling students” 
(p. 106). 

Developing an ideal Math-Talk Learning Community is a process that requires adequate time and support. 
Appendix 1 provides the reader with the researchers’ rubric outlining the noticeable characteristics of the four 
components at each of the four stages of growth (i.e., Levels 0–4). This “developmental trajectory,” or growth 
continuum, enables a teacher to track the progress of their students and of themselves as they continue to evolve 
together as a Math-Talk Learning Community. In terms of the four components outlined above, a progression is 
shown to occur from a focus on answers to a focus on mathematical thinking; the role of the teacher transforms 
from a central position of control to one of a coach or facilitator; and the role of student transforms from one of a 
passive to much more active participant in the classroom learning activities. 

The research of Ackles, Fuson, and Sherin (2004) is particularly significant in that it indicates that even “urban 
classrooms with students that are below grade level in mathematics can function and learn as a math-talk learning 
community.” In order to cultivate this positive Math-Talk Learning Community environment, it is critical for 
teachers to be patient with their students, to listen carefully to them, to draw out their ideas whenever possible, 
and to encourage them to listen to each other. “Classroom discourse and social interaction can be used to promote 
the recognition of connections among ideas and the reorganization of knowledge…. By having students talk about 
their informal strategies, teachers can help them become aware of, and build on, their implicit informal 
knowledge” (NCTM, 2000, p. 21). Teachers must create a classroom climate in which all students are able make 
sense of the mathematics that they are learning and to gain confidence in their mathematical ability. With this 
confidence comes the ability for students to take risks in communicating their mathematical thinking. 

Considerations regarding a Math-Talk Learning Community 
• Students must have a grasp of the language of the particular strand of mathematics being studied in order to 

carry on “math talk (e.g. to describe one’s own thinking, to question, or to extend the work of others) 
• Mathematics must be accessible to students to be able to participate in meaningful mathematical discourse 
• Not every day includes extensive “math talk” (i.e., some days may involve individual work or paired practice) 
• Time is needed to develop a Math-Talk Learning Community; a growth continuum implies ongoing change 
• The rubric is meant to assist teachers in monitoring their own “math-talk” progress, and that of their students 
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